
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Washington State  

Wetland Rating System  

For Western Washington 

2014 Update 
 
 
 
 
 
 
October 2014 - Effective January 2015 
Publication no. 14-06-029  

  



 

Publication and Contact Information 

This report is available on the Department of Ecologyõs website at 
https://fortress.wa.gov/ecy/publications/SummaryPages/1406029.html  

 
 
For more informatio n contact: 
 
SEA Program 
P.O. Box 47600  
Olympia, WA  98504-7600  
 

Phone:  360-407-6600 
 
 

Washington State Department of Ecology - www.ecy.wa.gov   
o Headquarters, Olympia    360-407-6000 

o Northwest Regional Office, Bellevue   425-649-7000 

o Southwest Regional Office, Olympia   360-407-6300 

o Central Regional Office, Yakima   509-575-2490 

o Eastern Regional Office, Spokane   509-329-3400 
 

 

This publication should be cited as:  
Hruby, T. (2014). Washington State Wetland Rating System for Western Washington: 2014 
Update. (Publication #14-06-029). Olympia, WA: Washington Department of Ecology. 

 

 

 

 

To request ADA accommodation including materials in a format for the visually impaired, call 
the SEA Program at 360-407-6600. Persons with impaired hearing may call Washington Relay 
Service at 711.  Persons with speech disability may call TTY at 877-833-6341.  

https://fortress.wa.gov/ecy/publications/SummaryPages/1406029.html
http://www.ecy.wa.gov/


 

 

 

 

Washington State  

 Wetland Rating System  

for Western Washington  

 

 
 

2014 Update 

 

 

by 

Thomas Hruby, PhD 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

SEA Program 
Washington State Department of Ecology 

Olympia, Washington  



 
 

This page left blank intentionally  



Wetland Rating System for Western WA: 2014 Update i 
Effective January 1, 2015 

Table of Contents 

Preface ...................................................................................................................................................................... iii  

Acknowledgements ............................................................................................................................................. iii  

1.  Introduction ...................................................................................................................................................... 1 

Changes made to the 2004 Rating System in this update .............................................................. 2 

Peer and public review of this update ................................................................................................... 4 

2.  Rationale for the Categories ........................................................................................................................ 5 

2.1  Category I .................................................................................................................................................. 5 

2.2  Category II ................................................................................................................................................ 9 

2.3  Category III ............................................................................................................................................... 9 

2.4  Category IV ............................................................................................................................................... 9 

3.  Overview for Users ...................................................................................................................................... 11 

3.1  When to use the wetland rating system .................................................................................... 11 

3.2  How the wetland rating system works ...................................................................................... 11 

3.3  General guidance for using the Wetland Rating Form ......................................................... 11 

4.  Identifying Wetland Boundaries for Rating ....................................................................................... 15 

4.1  Identifying unit boundaries in large contiguous wetlands in valleys (Depressional 
and Riverine) ................................................................................................................................................ 17 

4.2  Wetland units along the banks of streams or rivers ............................................................. 18 

4.3  Identifying wetland units in a patchwork on the landscape (mosaic) ........................... 20 

4.4  Identifying wetland unit boundaries along the shores of lakes or reservoirs (Lake 
Fringe wetlands only) ............................................................................................................................... 21 

4.5  Wetlands bisected by human-made features .......................................................................... 23 

4.6  Cases when a wetland should not be divided .......................................................................... 23 

4.7  Freshwater wetlands where only part of the wetland is a forest or a bog .................. 24 

4.8  Category I estuarine wetlands with a fringe of Spartina species ..................................... 25 

4.9  Very small wetlands .......................................................................................................................... 25 

5.  Detailed Guidance for the Rating Form:  Scoring Functions ........................................................ 29 

5.1  Classifying the wetland .................................................................................................................... 29 

5.2  Classifying the plant communities ............................................................................................... 39 

5.3  Water quality and hydrologic functions in Depressional and Flats wetlands 
ɉÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎÓ ÓÔÁÒÔÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ Ȭ$ȭɊ ................................................................................................................... 41 



Wetland Rating System for Western WA: 2014 Update ii  
Effective January 1, 2015 

5.4  Water quality and hydrologic functions in Riverine and freshwater-tidal wetlands 
ɉÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎÓ ÓÔÁÒÔÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ Ȭ2ȭɊ ................................................................................................................... 59 

5.5  Water quality and hydrologic functions in Lake Fringe wetlands (questions starting 
×ÉÔÈ Ȭ,ȭɊ ........................................................................................................................................................... 72 

5.6  Water quality and hydrologic functions in Slope wetlands (questions starting with 
Ȭ3ȭɊ...................................................................................................................................................................... 81 

5.7  Habitat functions for ÁÌÌ ('- ÃÌÁÓÓÅÓ ɉÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎÓ ÓÔÁÒÔÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ Ȭ(ȭɊ ............................... 90 

6. Detailed Guidance for the Rating Form: Wetlands With Special Characteristics ............... 107 

References Cited ............................................................................................................................................... 119 

Appendix A. Rating Form 

Appendix B. Salt-Tolerant Plants 

Appendix C. Estimating Soil Texture 

Appendix D. Modeling Functions and Values In This Rapid Method 

 

  



Wetland Rating System for Western WA: 2014 Update ii i 
Effective January 1, 2015 

Preface 

This document is an update of the Washington State Wetland Rating System for Western 
Washington, published by the Department of Ecology in 2004 (Hruby, 2004b).  This is the 
fourth edition of the rating system since the Department of Ecology published the first one 
in 1991. The original document was published with the understanding that modifications 
would be incorporated as we increase our understanding of wetland systems, and as many 
different people use the rating system.    
 
The need to update the previous version became apparent as we have learned more in the 
last decade about how wetlands function and what is needed to protect them.  
Furthermore, statistical analyses of the data collected during the use of the previous 
version indicated that scoring functions from 0-100 could not be supported by the science.  
The method can accurately document the levels at which wetlands function only to three 
qualitative ratings of High, Medium, or Low.   
 
We are calling this version an update of the 2004 edition rather than a revision because the 
changes made are not as significant as those made between the 1993 and the 2004 
versions.  Much of the information and text remain the same and changes were made only if 
new scientific information indicated that changes were needed.  
 
This update was initially published online as Publication # 14-06-019 in June 2014. It was 
removed from the website to allow time for local jurisdictions to update relevant code 
language and to correct typographical and formatting errors. Because typographical 
changes were made to the Rating Form, we replaced the published version with a new 
publication number, rather than issuing a notice of errata. 
 

 Acknowledgements 

This document would not have been possible without the participation and help of many 
people.  The document is an update of existing tools, and thus represents the culmination of 
two decades of development, review, and field testing.  Special thanks go to the technical 
committee of wetland experts and planners from local governments ÁÎÄ %ÃÏÌÏÇÙȭÓ 
Wetlands Technical Advisory Group who helped develop the objectives for the rating 
system in 2004, reviewed and field tested the Credit Debit Method in 2010 (Ecology 
publication #10-06-011),  and provided feedback on these tools. Special thanks to Joe 
Rocchio of the Natural Heritage Program for refining our list of bog species and those found 
in calcareous fens.  We have also received valuable comments from 19 individual s and 
organizations who took the time to review the draft sent out for public comment, and we 
wish to acknowledge their efforts.  These include: Suzanne Anderson,  Confluence 
Environmental Services, Kathy Curry, Geoff Gray, Grette Associates, Patricia Johnson, 
Kennewick Irrigation District , Mike Layes, Torrey Luiting, Jeff Meyer, David Moore, Hugh 
Mortensen, Brad Murphy, NW Ecological Services, Scott Rozenbaum, Rebecca Schroeder, 
Lee Stragis, Doug Swanson, and Patrick Togher. Amy Yahnke edited the final draft. Thank 
you all.  
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1.  Introduction 

The wetlands in Washington State differ widely in their functions and values.  Some wetland 
types are common, while others are rare.  Some are heavily disturbed, while others are still 
relatively undisturbed. All, however, provide some functions and resources that are valued.  
These may be ecological, economic, recreational, or aesthetic. Managers, planners, and citizens 
need tools to understand the resource value of individual wetlands in order to protect them 
effectively.   
 
Many tools have been developed to understand the functions and values of wetlands. The 
methods range from detailed scientific analyses that may require many years to complete, to 
the judgments of individual resource experts done during one visit to the wetland. Managers 
of our wetland resources, however, are faced with a dilemma. Scientific rigor is often time 
consuming and costly. Tools are needed to provide information on the functions and values of 
wetlands in a time- and cost-effective way. One way to accomplish this is to categorize 
wetlands by their important attributes or characteristics based on the collective judgment of 
regional experts. Such methods are relatively rapid but still provide some scientific rigor 
(Hruby, 1999). 
 

 

 
This rating system was designed to differentiate among wetlands based on their sensitivity to 
disturbance, their significance, their rarity, our ability to replace them, and the functions they 
provide. The rating system, however, does not replace a full assessment of wetland functions 
that may be necessary to plan and monitor a project of compensatory mitigation.  
 
The intent of the rating categories is to provide a basis for developing standards for protecting 
and managing the wetlands. Some decisions that can be made based on the rating include the 
width of buffers needed to protect the wetland from adjacent development and permitted 
uses in, and around, the wetland.  Many local jurisdictions have included language on buffers 
in their critical areas ordinances based on the 2005 guidance on wetland buffers (found in 
Wetlands in Washington State ɀ Volume 2: Guidance for Protecting and Managing Wetlands, 
Publication #05-06-008).  The update of the rating systems will provide a more accurate 
rating of the functions and values of a wetland but keeps the same four wetland categories 
used in the 2005 guidance.  For the 2015-2019 critical areas ordinance update cycle, we are 
not proposing any changes to the buffer widths recommended in the 2005 guidance, however 
any buffer strategy that uses function scores to determine buffer widths will need to be 
adjusted to use the new scores in the 2014 update.  
 
 

The Washington State Wetland Rating System categorizes wetlands based on specific 
attributes such as rarity, sensitivity to disturbance, and the functions they provide.  These 
attributes are not comparable, and thus cannot be rated on the same scale.  Only the 
functions are actually rated on a qualitative scale. 4ÈÅ ÔÅÒÍ ȰÒÁÔÉÎÇȱȟ ÈÏ×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÉÓ ÂÅÉÎÇ ËÅÐÔ 
in the title to maintain consistency with the previous editions.  
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The rating system is intended for use primarily with vegetated, freshwater, wetlands as 
identified using the federal wetland delineation manual and the appropriate regional 
supplements. It also categorizes estuarine wetlands but does not rate their functions. The 
rating system also does not characterize streambeds, riparian areas, or other valuable aquatic 
resources.   
 
The rating system also has not been calibrated to montane wetlands generally found above 
3000 ft elevation.  We do not recommend that the rating system be used to rate functions in 
these montane wetlands.   
 

 

 

Changes made to the 2004 Rating System in this update 

Chapters 2-4 and the scoring for the site potentials in Chapter 5 are carried over from the 
2004 version of the rating system.  Some changes in these sections were made to reflect the 
annotations added in 2006 and to include current definitions used by the Washington State 
Department of Fish and Wildlife and the Natural Heritage Program at the Department of 
Natural Resources.   
 
The substantive differences between this version of the rating system and the 2004 version 
are the conversion of scores for each function to ratings of High, Medium, or Low, and the 
replacement of the Opportunity section with two new sections (Landscape Potential and the 
Value).  Only the ratings of functions are assigned a score rather than using the raw scores of 
the indicators. The range of possible scores for a wetland category based on function was 
reduced to 9-27 (from 1-100) to better reflect the accuracy of the method (see box on next 
page). 
 
The field indicators for Site Potential are the same as in the 2004 version of the rating system 
and that were also kept in the more recent Credit/Debit Method developed by Ecology in 
2012 (Ecology publication #10-06-011).  The new sections on Landscape Potential and Value 
in Chapter 5 of this update are the same as in the Credit/Debit Method.  Also, we have added 
interdunal wetlands with high habitat scores to the list of Category I wetlands based on our 
field work on barrier beaches along the coast (see Chapter 2). 

A companion document, Washington State Wetland Rating System for Eastern Washington: 
2014 Update should be used for wetlands in eastern Washington (Ecology publication #14-
06-030).   The boundary between eastern and western Washington for the purpose of 
rating wetlands is defined in WAC 222-16-010.   

Western Washington means the geographic area in Washington west of the crest of the 
Cascade Mountains from the international border to the top of Mt. Adams, then west of the 
ridge line dividing the White Salmon River drainage from the Lewis River drainage and 
west of the ridge line dividing the Little White Salmon River drainage from the Wind River 
drainage to the Washington-Oregon state line. 
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The distribution of categories of reference wetlands in the updated  rating system  

Data were collected at 122 wetlands to calibrate the rating system in 2004.  Data from 111 
of these could be used to re-calibrate the scoring for this update.  Some wetlands were lost 
through natural and human alterations and some could not be re-located.   

The range of scores for wetland categories based on functions in this update is between 9-
27 rather than the 0-100 possible in the 2004 version.  This change was necessary 
because a statistical analysis of data collected in the last decade indicated that rapid 
methods such as these are not scientifically accurate beyond a qualitative rating of High, 
Medium, or Low (unpublished data collected at reference sites during the calibration and 
field testing of the method).   

Choosing the score at which we separate levels of functioning is a decision that is based on 
best professional judgment in rapid methods such as these.  For example, in the 2004 
Rating System we chose to call wetlands with a very high level of function (Category I) 
those with a score of 70 or more, while those with a high level of function (Category II) 
scored between 51 ɀ 69, those with a moderate level of function (Category III) scored 
between 30 ɀ 50, and those with a low level of function (Category IV) scored less than 30 
points.  These divisions were based on the judgment of the teams of wetland experts that 
developed the ratiÎÇ ÓÙÓÔÅÍ ÉÎ ςππτȢ  )Ô ÒÅÆÌÅÃÔÓ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÁÍÓȭ ÓÃÉÅÎÔÉÆÉÃ ÃÏÎÓÅÎÓÕÓ ÏÎ ×ÈÁÔ ÉÓ 
meant by very high, high, moderate, and low levels of functions after visiting the reference 
sites.  The divisions also reflected the ÔÅÁÍÓȭ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎÓ that most reference wetlands 
function at high or moderate levels and there are fewer that function at very high or low 
levels.  

The divisions between wetland categories based on levels of function in this update were 
chosen to match as closely as possible the distribution of ratings found for the 111 
reference sites when rated using the 2004 method.  However, given that the range of 
possible scores was reduced, it was not possible to get the exact same distribution.  The 
number of Category I and IV wetlands are about the same (see table below) but the 
number of Category II and III wetlands differs.  In the 2004 method 47% of the 111 sites 
were Category II whereas in this update only 40% of the sites are Category II.  On the 
other hand, only 35% of the sites were Category III in 2004 while 44% are Category III in 
this update.   Lowering the score between Category II and III wetlands by one point would 
have created an even bigger discrepancy in the other direction when using the updated 
method (58 % of the sites would be Category II and only 26% would be Category III). 

Number of Wetlands in Each Category Based on Their Score for Functions  

Category 2004 Rating System Updated  Rating System 

I 13 11 

II  52 44 

III  39 49 

IV 7 7 
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Peer and public review of this update 

The 2004 version of the rating system went through a thorough peer and public review 
process as did the Credit/ Debit Method. The new sections on Landscape Potential and Value 
were field tested for one year prior to publication in 2012.  Over 40 individuals and groups 
provided comments on the Credit/ Debit Method.  These comments and our responses can be 
found at https://fortress.wa.gov/ecy/publications/SummaryPages/1206005.html .  In 
addition to the 40 reviewers of the Credit/ Debit Method, we received comments from 19 
reviewers of a draft of this update.  
 
The rating system is based on the best information available at this time and meets the needs 
ÏÆ ȰÂÅÓÔ ÁÖÁÉÌÁÂÌÅ ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅȱ ÕÎÄÅÒ ÔÈÅ 'ÒÏ×ÔÈ -ÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ !ÃÔȢ   
 
We anticipate that the method will be further modified over time as we keep increasing our 
understanding of our wetland resources.  
  

https://fortress.wa.gov/ecy/publications/SummaryPages/1206005.html


 

 
Wetland Rating System for Western WA: 2014 Update  5 
Effective January 1, 2015 

2.  Rationale for the Categories 

This rating system is designed to differentiate among wetlands based on their sensitivity to 
disturbance, rarity, the functions they provide, and whether we can replace them or not.  The 
emphasis is on identifying  those wetlands:  

¶ Where our ability to replace them is low. 

¶ That are sensitive to adjacent disturbance. 

¶ That are rare in the landscape. 

¶ That perform many functions well. 

¶ That are important in maintaining biodiversity. 

The following description summarizes the rationale for including different wetland types in 
each category.  As a general principle, it is important to note that wetlands of all categories 
have valuable functions in the landscape, and all are worthy of inclusion in programs for 
wetland protection. 
 

2.1  Category I 

Category I wetlands are those that 1) represent a unique or rare wetland type; or 2) are more 
sensitive to disturbance than most wetlands; or 3) are relatively undisturbed and contain 
ecological attributes that are impossible to replace within a human lifetime; or 4) provide a 
high level of functions.  We cannot afford the risk of any degradation to these wetlands 
because their functions and values are too difficult to replace.  Generally, these wetlands are 
not common and make up a small percentage of the wetlands in the region.  Of the 111 
wetlands used to field-test the current rating system, only 11 (10%) were rated as a Category 
I.  

In western Washington the following types of wetlands are Category I: 

Large Undisturbed Estuarine Wetlands. Relatively undisturbed estuarine wetlands larger 

than 1 ac are Category I wetlands because they are rare and provide unique natural resources 
that are considered to be valuable to society.  These wetlands need a high level of protection 
to maintain their functions and the values society derives from them.   

Estuaries, the areas where freshwater and salt water mix, are among the most highly 
productive and complex ecosystems where tremendous quantities of sediments, nutrients and 
organic matter are exchanged among terrestrial, freshwater and marine communities.  This 
availability of resources benefits an enormous variety of plants and animals. Fish, shellfish, 
birds, and plants are the most visible. However, there is also a huge variety of other life forms 
in an estuarine wetland: for example, many kinds of marine diatoms, macro-algae, and 
invertebrates are found there. 

Estuarine systems have substantial economic value as well as environmental value.  All 
Washington State estuaries have been modified to some degree, bearing the brunt of coastal 
development pressures through filling, drainage, port development, and disposal of urban and 
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industrial wastes.  The over-harvest of certain commercial species has also modified the 
natural functioning of estuarine systems.  Many Puget Sound estuaries, such as the Duwamish, 
Puyallup, Snohomish, and Skagit, have been extensively modified.  Up to 99% of the wetlands 
in some estuaries in the state have been lost.   

Estuarine wetlands are also put into a separate category because the indicators used to 
characterize how well a freshwater wetland functions cannot be used for estuarine wetlands.  
No rapid methods have been developed to date to characterize how well estuarine wetlands 
function in the state at the time of this update.  

Wetlands of High Conservation Value (formerly called Natural Heritage Wetlands). These 

Category I wetlands have been identified by scientists from the Washington Natural Heritage 
Program (WNHP) as important ecosystems for maintaining plant diversity in our state.  

Wetlands that represent rare plant communities or provide habitat for rare plants are 
uncommon in western Washington.  As of 2014, 729 freshwater wetlands in western 
Washington are characterized as Wetlands of High Conservation Value by the Natural 
Heritage Program (J. Rocchio, WNHP, personal communication, April 22, 2014).  Salt and 
brackish wetlands add another 178 to the total. However, all 907 wetlands are found at only 
230 sites or locations. For comparison, the Washington State Department of Fish and Wildlife 
mapped over 27,000 wetlands in only three watersheds in the Puget Sound Region 
(Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife [WDFW], 2013).   

If you find a rare plant species, rare plant community, or high-quality common plant 
community that you believe would qualify the site as a Wetland of High Conservation Value 
but is not currently documented in the WNHP database, you can submit the information to 
them.  If WNHP staff have the capacity to review the information they will make a 
determination about whether sufficient information exists to designate the site as a Wetland 
of High Conservation Value.  If WNHP does not respond within 30 days, then the wetland 
cannot be rated as a Wetland of High Conservation Value.  Information required for 
documenting a new rare plant location can be found at:  
http://www.dnr.wa.gov/Publications/amp_nh_sighting_form.pdf.  

6ÉÓÉÔ 7.(0ȭÓ ×ÅÂÓÉÔÅ ÆÏÒ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅÓ ÔÏ ÁÓÓÉÓÔ ÉÎ ÃÌÁÓÓÉÆÙÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÐÌÁÎÔ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙ: 
http://www1.dnr.wa.gov/nhp/refdesk/communities.html . 

By categorizing these wetlands as Category I, we are trying to provide a high level of 
protection to these important but rare wetlands.  These natural systems and species will 
survive in Washington only if we give them special attention and protection.  

  

http://www.dnr.wa.gov/Publications/amp_nh_sighting_form.pdf
http://www1.dnr.wa.gov/nhp/refdesk/communities.html
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Bogs. Bogs are Category I wetlands because they are sensitive to disturbance and have not 

been successfully re-created through compensatory mitigation.  

 

Bogs are wetlands with peat soils and a low pH, usually a pH <5.  The chemistry of these 
wetlands is such that changes to the water regime or water quality of the wetland can easily 
alter their  ecosystem.   The plants and animals that grow in bogs are specifically adapted to 
such conditions and do not tolerate changes well.  Immediate changes in the composition of 
the plant community often occur after the water regime changes.  Minor changes in the water 
regime or nutrient levels in these systems can have major adverse impacts on the plant and 
animal communities (e.g., Grigal & Brooks, 1997).    

In addition to being sensitive to disturbance, bogs are not successfully re-created through 
compensatory mitigation.  Researchers in northern Europe and Canada have found that 
restoring bogs is difficult, specifically in regard to plant communities (Bolscher 1995; 
Grosvermier et al., 1995; Schouwenaars, 1995; Schrautzer et al., 1996; Mazerolle et al., 2006), 
water regime (Grootjans & van Diggelen, 1995; Schouwenaars, 1995), and/or water chemistry 
(Wind-Mulder & Vitt , 2000).  In fact, restoration may be impossible because changes to the 
biotic and abiotic properties preclude the re-establishment of bogs (Schouwenaars, 1995; 
Schrautzer et al., 1996), although one study (Lucchese et al., 2010) did find that a sphagnum 
layer did become re-established after 17 years. Furthermore, bogs form extremely slowly, 
with organic soils forming at a rate of about 1 in. per 40 years in western Washington (Rigg, 
1958). 

Wetlands with Mature and Old-Growth Forests. Mature and old-growth forested 

wetlands over 1 ac in size are rated as Category I because these wetlands cannot be easily 
replaced through compensatory mitigation.  A mature forest may require a century or more to 
develop, and the full range of functions performed by these wetlands may take even longer 
(reviewed in Sheldon et al., 2005). Placing mature and old-growth forests into a separate 
category makes it easier to address the temporal losses that accrue when forested wetlands 
are impacted and mitigation is required.  

Wetlands in Coastal Lagoons. Coastal lagoons are shallow bodies of water, like a pond, 

partly or completely separated from the sea by a barrier beach.  They may, or may not, be 
connected to the sea by an inlet, but they all receive periodic influxes of salt water.  This can 
be either through storm surges overtopping the barrier beach, or by flow through the porous 
sediments of the beach.   

We use the term bogs to represent a range of acidic peat wetlands . The criteria we 
have been using in the rating system encompass a broader range of wetlands than what 
many scientists consider to be true bogs.  Many scientists consider bogs to be peat 
wetlands that receive almost all of their water from rainfall (J. Rocchio, Washington 
Natural Heritage Program, personal communication, March 2014).   Since many of the 
acidic peat wetlands in the state also get some of their water from the surrounding 
landscape or groundwater, they cannot be considered as true bogs, but should rather be 
ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ȰÁÃÉÄÉÃ ÆÅÎÓȢȱ  4ÈÅ ÃÒÉÔÅÒÉÁ ×Å ÕÓÅ ÄÅÆÉÎÅ Á ÇÒÏÕÐ ÏÆ ×ÅÔÌÁÎÄÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ 
acidic peatlands, but we are not changing the name in this update to avoid confusion and 
because we have not changed the criteria for identifying bogs.  

.  
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Relatively undisturbed wetlands in coastal lagoons that are larger than 1/ 10 ac are placed into 
Category I.   They probably cannot be reproduced through compensatory mitigation (we have 
no record of restoration or creation of coastal lagoons in Washington), and they are relatively 
rare in the landscape.  No information was found on any attempts to create or restore coastal 
lagoons in Washington that would suggest that this type of compensatory mitigation is 
possible.  Any impacts to lagoons will, therefore, probably result in a net loss of their functions 
and values. 

In addition, coastal lagoons and their associated wetlands are proving to be very important 
habitat for salmonids.  Unpublished reports of ongoing research in the Puget Sound (Hirschi et 
al., 2003; Beamer et al., 2003) suggest that coastal lagoons are heavily used by juvenile 
salmonids.  

Interdunal Wetlands Larger than 1 ac and Score High for Habitat. Interdunal wetlands 

form in the deflation plains and swales that are geomorphic features in areas of coastal dunes.  
These dune forms are the result of the interaction among sand, wind, water, and plants.  The 
dune system immediately behind the ocean beach (the primary dune system) is very dynamic 
and can change from storm to storm (Wiedemann, 1984).  For the purpose of rating, any 
wetlands that are located west of the upland boundary mapped in 1889 (western boundary of 
upland ownership) are considered to be interdunal.  

The wetlands that form in the interdunal ecosystem are not well understood and most 
indicators used to rate the hydrologic and water quality functions of Depressional wetlands 
are not applicable.  As a result, interdunal  wetlands cannot be rated using the three-function 
approach used for freshwater wetlands elsewhere.  However, the wetland resource is an 
important but small part of the total dune system (Wiedemann, 1984), and needs to be 
protected.   

Some of the interdunal wetlands that have developed since 1889 have had time to develop a 
complex ecosystem with many habitat niches.  Interdunal wetlands that score 8 or 9 points for 
habitat, and are larger than 1 ac, are Category I because they provide critical habitat in this 
ecosystem.  Until we know more about how interdunal wetlands function, we need to provide 
adequate protection for this resource.  

Wetlands That Perform Functions at High Levels. Wetlands scoring 23 points or more 

(out of 27) on the questions related to functions are Category I wetlands.   

Not all wetlands function equally well, especially across the suite of functions performed.  The 
field questionnaire was developed to provide a method by which wetlands can be rated based 
on their relative performance of different functions.  Wetlands scoring 23 points or more were 
judged to have the highest levels of functions.  These wetlands are also relatively rare.  Of the 
111 wetlands used to calibrate the rating system in western Washington, only 11 (10%) 
scored 23 points or higher based on their functions.   
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2.2  Category II 

Category II wetlands are difficult, though not impossible, to replace, and provide high levels of 
some functions.  These wetlands occur more commonly than Category I wetlands, but still 
need a relatively high level of protection.  Category II wetlands in western Washington 
include: 

Smaller Estuarine Wetlands. Any estuarine wetland smaller than 1 ac, or those that are 

disturbed and larger than 1 ac, are Category II wetlands. Although disturbed, these wetlands 
still provide unique natural resources that are considered to be valuable to society. 
Furthermore, the questions used to characterize how well a wetland functions cannot be used 
for estuarine wetlands.   

Wetlands That Perform Functions Well. Wetlands scoring between 20-22 points (out of 

27) on the questions related to the functions present are Category II wetlands.  These 
wetlands were judged to perform most functions relatively well, or performed one group of 
functions very well and the other two moderately well.  

Interdunal Wetlands Larger than 1 Ac or Those in a Mosaic. The wetlands that form in 

the interdunal ecosystem are not well understood, and most indicators used to rate the 
hydrologic and water quality functions of Depressional wetlands are not applicable.  As a 
result, interdunal  wetlands cannot be rated using the three-function approach used for other 
freshwater wetlands.  However, these wetlands are an important but small part of the total 
dune system (Wiedemann, 1984) and need to be protected.   

Wetlands larger than 1 ac and that score 7 or lower for habitat, or those found in a mosaic of 
wetlands and dunes larger than 1 ac, are Category II because they also probably provide 
important habitat in this ecosystem that cannot be rated using the indicators in this method. 
Since we know so little about them, the precautionary principle was chosen to protect them.  
 

2.3  Category III 

Category III wetlands are 1) wetlands with a moderate level of functions (scores between 16-
19 points), 2) can often be adequately replaced with a well-planned mitigation project, and 3) 
interdunal wetlands between 0.1 and 1 ac in size.  Wetlands scoring between 16-19 points 
generally have been disturbed in some ways, and are often less diverse or more isolated from 
other natural resources in the landscape than Category II wetlands.   
 

2.4  Category IV 

Category IV wetlands have the lowest levels of functions (scores fewer than 16 points) and are 
often heavily disturbed. These are wetlands that we should be able to replace, and in some 
cases be able to improve.  However, experience has shown that replacement cannot be 
guaranteed in any specific case.  These wetlands may provide some important functions, and 
also need to be protected.  
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3.  Overview for Users 

3.1  When to use the wetland rating system 
The rating system is designed as a rapid screening tool to categorize wetlands for use by 
agencies and local governments in protecting and managing wetlands.  It should be used only 
on vegetated wetlands as defined using the delineation procedures in WAC 173-22-035.  The 
rating system does not try to establish the economic values present in a wetland; it only helps 
to identify its sensitivity, rarity, and functions.    

Two versions of the rating system have been developed, one for western Washington and one 
for eastern.  This broad division of the state into east and west may not reflect all regional 
differences in the importance of wetlands.  Developing special measures to protect locally 
unique wetlands is recommended where local governments need to provide a level of 
protection that would not be otherwise provided by the rating system. 

3.2  How the wetland rating system works 
The Wetlands Rating Form (the rating form)  in Appendix A of this document asks the user to 
collect information about the wetland in a step-by-step process.  We recommend careful 
reading of the guidance and taking one of the classes on the rating system given by the 
Department of Ecology before filling out the form.  A wetland may be rated in two different 
categories based on the different criteria  used in this method.  It is important , therefore, to fill 
out the entire rating form.  If two categories can be applied to a wetland, it is the one that 
provides the most protection that applies.  

If you are interested in learning more about how the rating system was developed, details are 
described in Hruby (2001, 2009).  In addition, Appendix D discusses rapid methods for 
characterizing functions and how this rating system was calibrated. 
 

3.3  General guidance for using the Wetland Rating Form 
 

Land-ownerôs permission 

It is important to obtain permission from the land owner(s) before going on their property.  

Time involved 

Over the last decade the scientific community has standardized how we group assessment 
methods based on the information collected and the time required (Kentula, 2007).  The 
ÒÁÔÉÎÇ ÓÙÓÔÅÍ ÉÓ ÃÌÁÓÓÉÆÉÅÄ ÁÓ Á ȰÒÁÐÉÄ ÍÅÔÈÏÄȱ ÏÒ Ȱ,ÅÖÅÌ ς !ÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔȱ ɉÓÅÅ ÄÅÆÉÎÉÔÉÏÎÓ ÉÎ ÂÏØ 
on next page). We define rapid as usually taking no more than two people a half day in the 
field and requiring no more than a half day of office preparation and data analysis to come to 
an answer (Fennessy et al., 2004).  In some cases, however, it may be necessary to visit the 
wetland more than once.  Some of the questions cannot be answered if the ground is covered 
with snow or the surface water is frozen.  If this is the case at the time a wetland is being 
rated, it may be necessary to revisit the site later. 

NOTE: We recommend that field work always be done by two people for reasons of safety.   
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Several of the questions require analyzing and preparing figures. Aerial photographs 
downloaded from the internet, topographic, or other maps are useful for preparing these 
figures. The list of figures needed to correctly answer the questions is found on the back of the 
first page of the rating form in Appendix A.  

Experience and qualifications needed 

It is important that the person completing the rating have experience in the identification of 
natural wetland features, indicators of wetland function, vegetation classes, and some ability 
to distinguish among different plant species. Reviewers of the rating system should also be 
familiar with wetlands and how they function.  We recommend that qualified wetland 
consultants or wetland experts be used to rate most sites, particularly the larger and more 
complex ones.  This will help ensure that the results are repeatable. 

 

  

Training is highly recommended  

In addition, we highly recommend that users of this method take the training provided by 
the Department of Ecology on this method.    

Users of this method who have not taken the training can expect that, on the average, their 
scores for the functions will be off by at least 1 point per function.  This is based on data 
collected during the calibration of the 2004 Wetland Rating Systems and subsequent 
training sessions.  Untrained users will underestimate, or overestimate, the scores for 
functions by 15%.  This is an average, and actual differences may be as high as 40%.  

Levels of assessment 

Wetland assessment techniques are classified as Levels 1, 2, or 3 based on the scope and 
detail required to complete the assessment (Kentula, 2007).  The levels are generally 
defined as follows:  

Ɇ Level 1 Assessment: Expert systems that use readily available digital data to define 
ecological relationships based on best professional judgment.  
 

Ɇ Level 2 Assessment: Rapid assessment based on data collection from easily 
observable field indicators. A Level 2 assessment usually lasts less than four hours in 
the field, has relatively simple metrics, and results in a single rating for each 
wetland.  
 

Ɇ Level 3 Assessment: Comprehensive assessment in which quantitative data are 
collected on biological, physical, chemical and/or morphological aspects of the 
ecosystem.  
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Maps and figures  

Some of the questions on the rating form can only be answered by drawing polygons on aerial 
photos of the site and by calculating the relative area of these polygons (as a percent of total 
area) within the wetland.  Visual estimates of area can be prone to large errors as high as 40%.  
The pictures or figures use d to make these estimates have to be included with the 
rating  form for the rating to be considered as complete. A list of the figures and 
photographs needed is provided in the rating form in Appendix A.  

Rating the wetland 

Each wetland can have several ratings: one resulting from its score for the functions, and one 
or more resulting from special characteristics it may have.  The first page of the rating form 
contains a box for recording each rating.  This box should be filled out after completing the 
form.  If the wetland meets the criteria for two categories, select the one that will provide the 
higher level of protection for the wetland.    
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4.  Identifying Wetland Boundaries for Rating 

To begin, determine the location and approximate boundaries of all wetlands at the site you 
are investigating.  A surveyed delineation of the wetland is not necessary to rate the wetland, 
unless this information is required for another part of your project.  The boundary, however, 
will need to be verified during the field visit.  Boundaries that are not verified by a field survey 
may cause problems in the scoring of the indicators.  This is especially true in forested 
wetlands where the boundaries are difficult to determine from aerial photographs.  

The rating form identifies the information that needs to be included on aerial photos or maps 
and submitted with the form.  It is highly recommended that you obtain aerial photos of the 
site.   

The entire wetland has to be scored.   Usually it is the entire delineated wetland that is 
scored.  Small areas within a wetland (such as the footprint of an impact) cannot be rated 
separately.  The method is not sensitive enough, or complex enough, to allow division of a 
wetland into smaller units based on level of disturbance, property lines, or plant communities.  
DO NOT SCORE ONLY THE PART BEING ALTERED OR MITIGATED (Figure 1).   

 

 

Figure 1. Footprint of the impact is the yellow rectangle, but the unit for rating is the entire wetland (red 
line).   
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Furthermore, you do not subdivide a wetland into different hydrogeomorphic (HGM) classes if 
more than one is present.  A wetland with more than one HGM class within its boundary is 
treated as one HGM class for rating (Figure 2).  The second page of the classification key in 
Appendix A provides guidance on how to classify wetlands having more than one HGM class 
within its boundary.  

 

 

Figure 2. A wetland with two HGM classes within the delineated boundary.  This wetland is rated as a Lake 
Fringe wetland.  

There are, however, ecological criteria that can be used to separate very large wetlands into 
smaller units for scoring.  These criteria are described below.  

If you do not have access to the entire wetland because the wetland includes different 
properties or because parts of the site are impenetrable or not accessible, you should do the 
best you can to answer the questions from aerial photos, using binoculars, or any other 
additional information. Note your lack of access on the rating form and record which 
questions are based on incomplete data. 
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4.1  Identifying unit boundaries in large contiguous 
wetlands in valleys (Depressional and Riverine) 

Wetlands can often form large contiguous areas that extend over hundreds of acres.  This is 
especially true in river valleys where there is some surface water connection among all areas 
of the floodplain.  In these situations the initial task is to identify the wetland unit that will be 
rated.  A large contiguous area of wetland can be divided into smaller units using the criteria 
described below.  

The guiding principles for separating a wetland in a valley into different units  are changes in 
the water regime or a lack of wetland plants.  Boundaries between different  units should be 
set at the point where the volume, flow, or velocity of the water changes abruptly .  These 
changes in water regime can be either natural or human-caused (anthropogenic).  The 
following sections describe some common situations that might occur.  The criteria for 
separating wetlands into different units are based on the observations made during the 
calibration of the rating systems and the methods for assessing wetland functions.  They 
reflect the collective judgment of the teams of wetland experts that developed and calibrated 
the methods.  

 

Wetland units in a series of depressions in a valley 

Wetlands that form ponded depressions in river corridors  may contain constrictions where 
the wetland narrows between two or more depressions.  The key consideration is the 
direction of flow through the constriction.  If the water moves back and forth freely it is not  a 

Examples of changes in water regime 

¶ Berms, dikes, cascades, rapids, falls, and culverts.   
¶ Features that change flow, volume, or velocity of water over short distances. 
¶ The presence of drainage ditches that significantly reduce water detention in one 

area of a wetland. 

 

More detailed data are needed to adequately assess functions in only a part of a 
wetland  

The rating of an entire wetland unit rather than just the part of it being mitigated or 
impacted is a trade-off made between scientific rigor and the need for a rapid method.  
None of the rapid methods developed by Ecology (the rating systems and function 
assessment methods) are rigorous enough to adequately assess the functions of only a 
small area within a wetland unit.  We did numerous tests of this question, and both 
methods produced invalid results when applied to small areas within a wetland.  More 
detailed data are needed to adequately assess functions in only a part of a wetland.  This 
would require monitoring and measuring the actual processes taking place in different 
parts of a wetland rather than characterizing the structural indicators present, and would 
certainly require monthly sampling for at least one year.    
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separate unit.  If the flow between depressions is unidirectional, down-gradient, and has a 
change in elevation from one part to the other, then a separate unit should be created.  The 
justification for separating wetlands increases as the flow between two areas becomes more 
unidirectional and has a higher velocity.  Constrictions can be natural or human-made (e.g., 
culverts) (Figure 3).  Generally, if the high water mark in the lower wetland is 6 in or more 
lower than the high water mark in the upper wetland, then the two should be considered as 
separate units for rating.  

 

 

4.2  Wetland units along the banks of streams or rivers 

In western Washington, linear wetlands contiguous with a stream or river may be broken into 
units using criteria based on either hydrologic factors or the distribution  of plants.  Figure 4 
presents a diagram of how wetland units might be separated along a stream corridor based on 
change in the water regime.  Three changes in water regime are illustrated:  1) a weir or dam, 
2) a series of rapids, and 3) a tributary coming into the main stream that increases the flow 
significantly (generally by > 25%).   

NOTE:  Unit 1 in Figure 4 should be classified as a Depressional wetland.  Units 2, 3, and 4 
would probably be Riverine or Slope, depending on the area of overbank flooding.   

Figure 5 illustrates how units can be separated based on the distribution of plants.  Units can 
be separated when:  1) plants disappear and are replaced with unvegetated bars or banks for 
at least 50 ft along the stream, and 2) the wetland plant community is less than 30 ft wide 
along the shore for at least 100 ft.   

Unit 1 

Area 2a 

Area 2b 

Figure 3.  Determining depressional wetland units along a stream corridor with constrictions.  
Areas 2a and 2b should be rated as one unit.  
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Unit 3 

Unit 4 

Unit 1 

Unit 2 

Unit 1 
 
Reduced cover of plants ς less 
than 30 ft wide for more than 
100 ft  
 
Unit 2 
 
 
 
Unit 3 
 

Figure 4.  Determining wetland units in a riverine 
system based on changes in water regime. 

 

Figure 5. Determining wetland units in a riverine 
setting based on reduced plant cover.  In this case the 
river is wider than 50 ft and the vegetated wetlands 
on either side are rated separately. 
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In cases when a wetland contains a stream or river, you must also decide whether the stream 
or river is a part of the wetland.  Use the following guidelines to make your decision:  

¶ Wetland on one side only ɂ If the wetland unit  is contiguous with , but only on one side 
of, a river or stream, do not  include the river as a characteristic of the wetland unit for 
rating. 

¶ Wetland on both sides of a wide stream or river ɂ If the river or stream has an 
unvegetated channel that is more than 50 ft (15 m) wide, and there are contiguous 
wetland areas on both sides, treat each side as a separate unit  for rating.  Do not  
include the river as a characteristic of the wetland unit for rating.  

¶ Wetland on both sides of a narrow river or stream ɂ If the river or stream has an 
unvegetated channel less than 50 ft (15 m) wide, and there are contiguous vegetated 
wetlands on both sides, treat both sides together  as one unit, and include the river as a 
characteristic of the wetland. 

 

4.3  Identifying wetland units in a patchwork on the 
landscape (mosaic) 

If the wetland area being scored contains a mosaic of wetlands and uplands, the entire mosaic 
should be considered  one unit  when: 

¶ Each patch of wetland is less than 1  ac (0.4 ha), AND 
¶ Each patch is less than 100 ft (30 m) away from the nearest wetland, AND 
¶ The total area delineated as vegetated wetland is more than 50% of the total area of 

wetlands and uplands, open water, and river bars around which you can draw a polygon 
(see Figure 6), AND 

¶ There are at least three patches of wetland that meet the size and distance thresholds. 

If these criteria are not met, each wetland area should be considered as a separate unit for this 
method (see Figure 6).   

Unit 3 
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4.4  Identifying wetland unit boundaries along the 
shores of lakes or reservoirs (Lake Fringe wetlands 
only) 
Lakes or reservoirs will often have a fringe of wetland plants along their shores.  Different 
areas of this vegetated fringe can be separated into different units if there are gaps where the 
width of plants narrows or they disappear completely.  Use the following criteria for 
separating units along a lakeshore.  

Only the vegetated areas along the lake shore are considered part of the wetland unit for 
rating.  Open water within areas of plants are considered to be part of the wetland, but open 
water that separates patches of plants along a shore is not considered to be part of the 
wetland (Figure 7).  

If only some parts of the lakeshore are vegetated with wetland plants, separate the vegetated 
parts into different units at the points where the wetland plants thin out to less than a foot in 
width for at least 33 ft (10m) (Figure 8). 

NOTE:  If the open water is less than 20 ac, the entire area (open water and any other 
vegetated areas) is considered as one wetland unit, and is a Depressional or Riverine wetland.  

 

 

 

Figure 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Wetland 

Unit boundary 

Figure 6.  Determining unit boundaries 
when wetlands are in small patches.  
Each wetland polygon should be 
scored separately when the total area 
is less than 50% wetland.  

Total wetland area < 50% of polygon ï each wetland is 

a separate unit 
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Figure 7. Lake Fringe wetland showing open water that is included within the wetland boundary  

 

 

Figure 8.  Absence of wetland plants along the shore of a lake that separates the wetlands into two 
units for rating. 

Another common situation found in western Washington is a Lake Fringe wetland that is 
contiguous with a large wetland that extends far from the edge of the lake (Figure 9).  These 
wetlands are usually classified as Depressional or Riverine.  The entire unit of Riverine and 
Lake Fringe wetlands should be rated as one unit.  

Break in wetland 
plants 

Unit 1 
Unit 2 

Open water outside 
the boundary of unit 
being rated.  

Open water inside the 
boundary of unit 
being rated.  
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Figure 9. Aerial photograph of a Lake Fringe wetland connected to a Riverine wetland without any 
topographic or hydrologic breaks between them.   Both classes of wetlands are rated as one using the 
questions for the Riverine class. 

Sometimes a strip of open water is found between the wetland plants farther from shore and 
those closer to shore.  In this situation, the open water is considered a part of one unit that 
encompasses both the rooted submerged plants offshore and the shore-side plants.  The 
absence of plants in the area of open water may only be temporary, or the submerged plants 
are present but not visible because they do not grow to the surface.  The plants may also be 
absent due to wave action or physical removal. 

4.5  Wetlands bisected by human-made features 

When a Depressional wetland is divided by a human-made feature, such as a road 
embankment, the wetland should not be divided into different units if there is a level surface-
water connection between the two parts of the wetland.  Water should be able to flow equally 
well between the two areas.  For example, if there is a wetland on either side of a road with a 
culvert connecting the two, and both sides of the culvert are partially or completely 
underwater for most of the year, the wetland should be treated as one unit.  Make the down 
gradient wetland a separate unit, however, if the bottom of the culvert is above the high water 
marks in the receiving wetland, or the high water marks on either side of the road or dike 
differ by more than 6 in of elevation. 

4.6  Cases when a wetland should not be divided  

Differences in land use within a wetland should not be used to define units unless they 
coincide with the circumstances described above.  Many functions that wetlands perform are 

Lake Fringe wetland 

Riverine wetland 

Stream 






































































































































































































































































